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Consumer Activism: Rights or Duties? 
MATTHEW HILTON 

Over the last two, if not three, centuries, consumers have operated 
within the public sphere in a variety of ways. They have articulated 
their interests and put forth their views on a whole range of issues. 
Consumers have not been passive and they have frequently been 
able to articulate a politics of consumption-be it through cooper-
atives, consumers' leagues, boycotts, comparative testing consumer 
movements, and so on-which contradicts earlier assumptions 
about the supposedly depoliticizing nature of consumption on the 
public sphere. In this essay I seek to build on both my own work on 
consumer activism and a by now established literature on the pol-
itics of consumption to explore how far we can take this discussion 
of the political. 1 Certainly, it is the case that consumers have acted 
politically. But what has been the basis for this politics? Could it be 
that the very nature of consumer activism and consumer politics is 
such that it actually bolsters the perceived acquisitive individualistic 
nature of modern societies and polities? Or, alternatively, is there 
something sufficiently general, coherent, and consistent about con-
sumer politics that means we can place them, historically, on a par 
with the campaigns of, say, the labour and women's movements? 

To begin to tackle these questions we need to explore in more 
detail the bases of consumer political activism. It is the contention 
of this essay that the dominant way in which consumer politics 
have been articulated over the last two centuries is through an 
emphasis on either consumer rights or consumer duties. Inevitably, 
this represents something of an over-simplification, and more 
complex and nuanced accounts of consumers' relationships to the 
public sphere can be found in this volume. But I think it is instruc-
tive to run with this broad interpretation in order to reflect more 
generally and abstractly on the nature of consumer action. 

1 The content of some of what follows draws upon my Consumerism in Twentieth-Century 
Britain: 17ze Search for a Historical Movement (Cambridge, 2003) and my Prosperiry for All: 
Consumer Activism in an Era qf Globalization (Ithaca, NY, 2008). 
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In the first half of this essay, therefore, I will offer a broad 
chronology of consumer activism. First, I will argue that from the 
nineteenth century through to around the mid twentieth century, 
consumer politics were largely organized around the duties of con-
sumers. I am thinking here of consumer abolition campaigns, of 
consumer compilations of white lists, and of a range of moral, 
ethical, and religious interpretations of consumption that imposed 
duties upon privileged shoppers to protect the livelihoods of those 
less fortunate than themselves. Secondly, though, from roughly 
the mid twentieth century through to today, there has been a 
focus instead on consumer rights. These are the rights we associ-
ate with comparative testing magazines and the protection 
systems they campaigned for. Thirdly, and finally (and overlap-
ping with the second period), I suggest that over the last one or 
two decades there has been a return to consumer duties. Here I 
am thinking of the fairtrade movement, of ethical shopping, and 
of green consumerism, as well as the types of boycotts associated 
with political regimes (most notably, that of South Africa) and 
more recent 'anti-globalization' protest. 

In the second part of this essay I will provide a more abstract 
discussion of the nature of these duties and rights. Here, I will 
assess the relative strengths and weaknesses of the rights and duty-
bound models of consumer activism. In a discussion of rights, I 
will suggest that a rights-based model, particularly as articulated 
by the comparative testing consumer movement, has certain limits 
and can take its adherents only so far. Duties, it would seem, 
therefore, offer more potential for consumers to reach out to 
wider, apparently less self-interested, politics. Yet what I want to 
suggest is that duty-based forms of action have their limitations 
too. In particular, I argue that consumer duties can become easily 
reducible to rather traditional forms of philanthropy. 

I 

In the nineteenth century, consumer activism was largely based 
upon the duties affluent shoppers felt towards the disadvantaged 
either at home or abroad. The most widely cited instigator of this 
form of consumer mobilization was that of the anti-slavery move-
ment. Women in Britain and America purchased brooches, 
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badges, ribbons, pins, buttons, and jewellery bearing the legend, 
'Am I not a man and a brother', in order to protest against the 
slave trade in the 179os.2 In the United States, this was followed 
by a 'free produce' movement, begun by Quakers in the 1820s, 
which sought to sell basic staples not produced by slave labour. It 
was an important forerunner of modern organized consumerism, 
especially since it connected citizenship and consumption and 
used the tools of consumer society against itself. 3 

Later on, philanthropic, women's, and faith-based organizations 
came together to organize consumers in defence of workers' rights. 
Clementina Black of the British Women's Trade Union Association 
set up a Consumers' League in 1887.4 This was an anti-sweating 
campaign modelled on the efforts of the Knights of Labour in the 
United States and, although it proved short-lived, it was an inspir-
ation for the later Christian Social Union (established in 1889) 
which published 'white lists' to guide middle-class shoppers towards 
stores with union-approved working conditions. 5 

Black's League was also taken up across the Atlantic where a 
Consumers' League was formed by the Women's Trade Union 
League in New York in 1890. Other chapters soon appeared 
across the USA until a National Consumers' League was formed 
in 1898 headed by the dynamic Florence Kelley who spearheaded 
the 'white label campaign'. The idea then travelled back across 
the Atlantic, helping to inspire the Ligue social d'acheteurs in 
France in 1902, the Kauferbund Deutschland in Germany, and 
similar organizations in Switzerland, Italy, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands. As organizations of mainly middle-class women, the 
consumers' leagues proved popular with philanthropically minded 
sympathizers oflabour. In 1908, for instance, representatives from 
nine countries attended the International Conference on 
Consumers' Leagues in Geneva, including members of the British 

2 Claire Midgley, Women against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London, 1992). 
3 Lawrence B. Glickman, "'Through the Medium of their Pockets": Sabbatarianism, 

Free Produce, Non Intercourse and the Significance of "Early Modern" Consumer 
Activism', in Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The 
Expert Consumer: Associations and Prqfessionals in Consumer Socie!;JI (Aldershot, 2007), 22-35. 

4 Clementina Black, The Consumers' League: A Proposal that Buyers Should Combine to Deal 
On!)> with Employers who Pqy their Workers Fair!)> (London, 1888); Consumers' League, Prospectus 
(London, 1887); Clementina Black, A .Natural Alliance (London, 1892). 

5 Julien Vincent, 'The Moral Expertise of the British Consumer, c.1900: A Debate 
between the Christian Social Union and the Webbs', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton 
(eds.), Expert Consumer, 37-51. 
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Anti-Sweating League, while by the outbreak of the First World 
War, there were over thirty branches of the Ligue in France 
alone.6 

Women's consumer organizations continued to leap to the 
defence of the worker. In the United States, the League of 
Women Shoppers opened its first chapter in 1935, claimed 25,000 
members by the end of the decade, and embarked on a series of 
high-profile progressive causes, especially over the cost of living. 
Its work demonstrated the close links that were often made 
between consumer and worker action in the United States. 7 Yet 
its opposition to certain forms of consumption also fits in with a 
longer, if sporadic, form of protest-the boycott-which women 
have in particular mobilized around. Rising food prices, rent 
hikes, shortages, and perceptions of profiteering have persistently 
brought women onto the streets, occasionally resulting in more 
sustained forms of action, at others petering out as the specific 
problem was resolved. 8 

The point is that many of these organizations were motivated 
by a sense of duty to protect the interests of others, sometimes 
consumers but just as often workers, slaves, housewives, children, 
and the poor generally. The duty of the female consumer, in par-
ticular, came to be regarded as even a professional activity. 
Women professionals in the USA were brought into the 
Department of Agriculture's Bureau of Home Economics from 

6 Maud Nathan, 'Die Story ef an Epoch-Making lvlovement (London, 1926), 23-4; Kathryn 
Kish Sklar, 'The Consumer's White Label Campaign of the National Consumer's League, 
1898-1918', in Susan Strasser, Charles McGovern, and Matthiasjudt (eds.), Getting and 
Spending: European and American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1998), 
17-35; Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, 'Consommation et reforme sociale a la Belle Epoque: 
La Conference internationalc des ligues sociales d'acheteurs en 1908', Sciences de la societe, 
62 (2004), 45-67. 

7 Tracey Deutsch, 'Des consommatrices americaines tres engagees, du New Deal a la 
Guerre Froicle', in Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, and Matthew Hilton (eds.), 
Au nom du consommateur: Consommation et politique en Europe et aux Etats-Unis au XXe siecle (Paris, 
2004), 3611 5; Lawrence B. Glickman, "'Make Lisle the Style": The Politics of Fashion in 
thejapanese Silk Boycott, 1937-1940',Joumal efSocial History, 38/3 (2005), 573-608; Landon 
R. Y. Storrs, 'Reel Scare Politics and the Suppression of Popular Front Feminism: The 
Loyalty Investigation of Mary Dublin Keyserling',Joumal ef American History, 9012 (2003), 
491-524; \,Vendy A. Wieclcnhoft, 'Consumer Tactics as "Weapons": Black Lists, Union 
Labels, and the American Federation of Labor', Journal ef Consumer Culture, 6/2 (2006), 
261-85. 

8 Monroe Friedman, 'American Consumer Boycotts in Response to Rising Food Prices: 
Housewives' Protests at the Grassroots Level',Joumal efConsumer Poliry, 18 (1995), 55-72; id., 
'Consumer Boycotts in the United States, 1970-1980: Contemporary Events in Historical 
Perspective',Joumal efConsumer Ajfair.i, 19 (1985), 96-117. 
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1923 where they worked with producers to improve the quality of 
commercial goods and sought to educate housewives into making 
more rational family buying decisions. Being a consumer thus 
came to be associated with good citizenship. In Britain, middle-
class, non-feminist organizations such as the Women's Institutes, 
the National Federation of Townswomen's Guilds, and, during 
the war, the Housewives' League and the Women's Voluntary 
Service spoke on a range of consumer issues, from food to housing 
to clothing. In Germany, the National League of Housewives' 
Associations set up its own testing facilities as early as 1925 and, 
along with the Housewives' Union of the Catholic Women's 
Leagues, encouraged a defensive, protectionist consumer politics 
which promoted German products over foreign imports and cele-
brated the skills of the rational housewife. 9 

With the establishment of welfare regimes across Europe and 
North America, the stage was set for the creation of a new form of 
consumer politics, focused more on rights than on duties. 
Consumption, or the right to enjoy its pleasures, had become an 
entitlement to citizens who had made sacrifices in two world wars 
and expected a share in the societies being reconstructed in their 
name in the late 1940s and 1950s. The affiuent society had to 
promise more choice for those who could afford it, but also more 
stuff for those who so far could not. In the USA, 'consumer democ-
racy' has been argued to have been at the heart of post-war plan-
ning, whereby consumers were able to exercise their citizenship not 
only at the ballot box but on a daily basis through their participa-
tion in the marketplace. 1° Consumer democracy might not capture 
the full range of consumer regimes which emerged in the latter half 
of the twentieth century, but there was clearly a widely expressed 
desire to improve standards of living and to ensure that all could 
participate in the good life. In Germany, Erhard declared a 'social 
market' economy; in Scandinavia, social democracy took account 
of workers' desires to share in the good life, and even amidst the 
apparent asceticism of 1950s Britain, there existed a sense of uni-
versal entitlement to affiuence which surely emerged out of the 'fair 
shares' policies associated with the foundations of the welfare state. 

9 Nancy Reagin, 'Comparing Apples and Oranges: Housewives and the Politics of 
Consumption in Interwar Germany', in Strasser, McGovern, andJudt (eds.), Getting and 
Spending, 241-62. 

10 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: 1he Politics ef Mass Consumption in Postwar America 
(New York, 2003). 
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This shift to a rights-based approach has been most closely 
associated with the campaigns and tactics of the comparative 
testing movement. Beginning in 1929 in America, Consumers' 
Research began publishing its Bulletin in order to help consumers 
overcome their relative ignorance in the marketplace. Following 
a strike in 1936, Consumers' Research was split as several disgrun-
tled staff went off to form Consumers Union. Unsurprisingly for 
an organization founded amidst a labour dispute, Consumers 
Union would pay close attention to the working conditions of 
those who made the products featured in its reports, though for 
the many millions of shoppers who would read Consumer Reports 
over the course of the twentieth century, it was the quality tests 
themselves that explain the organization's tremendous growth 
and popularity. By the turn of the millennium, the circulation 
figures of Consumer Reports topped 5 million. 11 

The appeal of comparative testing consumerism was not 
confined to the USA. After the Second World War, consumer 
groups began to appear across Western Europe as post-war 
economies shifted into a prolonged period of affluence. First, in 
France, the Union federale des consommateurs was formed in 
1951. It was followed by Consumentenbond in the Netherlands 
in 1953, and then the Consumers' Association of the United 
Kingdom in 1956 and the Association des consommateurs of 
Belgium in 1957. These private-testing bodies were joined by a 
range of state-assisted agencies, such as the Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
der Verbraucherverbande in Germany (1953), the Norwegian 
Forbrukerradet (1953), and the Swedish Statens Konsumentrad 
(1957).12 

More significant still is that this was not just a Western phe-
nomenon. In 1960, the leaders of the main European and US 
groups came together to found the International Organization of 
Consumers Unions (IOCU). Its growth is a testament to the 
spread of organized consumerism across the developing world. By 
1970, IOCU's membership consisted of consumer groups across 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, if only in the richest nations of 

11 Robert N. Mayer, 77ze Consumer Movement: Guardians qf the Marketplace (Boston, 1989); 
Norman Isaac Silber, Test and Protest: 77ze Influence q[Consumers Union (New York, 1983); 
Charles McGovern, Sold American: Consumption and Citizenship, 1890-1945 (Chapel Hill, NC, 
2006). 

12 Stephen Brobeck, Robert N. Mayer, and Robert 0. Herrmann (eds.), Encyclopaedia 
qfthe Consumer Movement (Santa Barbara, Calif., 1997). 
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these areas. By 1990, however, IOCU could claim to be truly 
global and today is represented in more than 100 countries. Much 
of its expansion had been overseen by Anwar Fazal, a product of 
the Malaysian consumer movement and President ofIOCU from 
1978 to 1984, though other developing world activists have subse-
quently directed the global consumer movement from Indonesia, 
Brazil, and Kenya. 

Much of this growth has been predicated upon an operating 
philosophy of consumer rights. On 15 March 1962 Presidentjohn 
F. Kennedy made a speech to the US Congress in which he 
acknowledged the responsibility of government to respond to the 
key concerns of consumer activists. Most crucially, he listed four 
consumer rights which he took to be the heart of the political phil-
osophy of consumerism. These were the right to safety, the right 
to be informed, the right to choose, and the right to be heard. 
These four consumer rights were adopted as the central pillars of 
IOCU policy and the date chosen for the World Consumer 
Rights Day was the anniversary ofKennedy's coming out into the 
consumerist fold. Moreover, this rights-based perspective became 
the basis for political consumerism as a whole. They can be found 
at the heart of national consumer protection systems the world 
over, in the consumer rights frameworks of the European Union, 
and they form the basis of the UN Guidelines on Consumer Protection. 

As these rights have become institutionalized, there are many 
within the consumer movement who suggest that the movement 
has achieved almost all that it could hope for. There is, of course, 
much more to it than this, as the discussion of the nature of these 
rights in the second half of this essay will demonstrate, but in the 
concerns of a new generation of consumer activists there is evi-
dence that rights no longer motivate today's concerned shopper. 
Indeed, what has been witnessed over the last quarter-century is 
perhaps a third stage in consumer activism, a return to the duties 
of the affluent, especially within an era of globalization. 

Within this trend there has been a return to the popularity of 
the boycott. Famous international campaigns have included the 
boycott of Barclays for its activities in apartheid-era South Africa, 
Nestle for its marketing of baby milk substitutes, and of Douwe 
Egberts for processing coffee from Angola. At the end of the 
1990s, the Ethical Consumer magazine maintained a list of around 
forty companies being boycotted, ranging from oil companies 
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such as Esso, Texaco, and Shell, clothes stores such as Gap, Nike, 
and Marks and Spencer, to perceived perennial offenders such as 
McDonald's, Philip Morris, and Nestle. Added to this list were 
several countries included for their abuses of human rights, 
including China, Turkey, Burma, and Israel, as well as the USA 
through the 'boycott Bush' campaign. 13 

Boycotts or buycotts-the targeted purchase of goods and serv-
ices to reward particular firms for behaviour in accord with the 
activists' wishes 14-are part of a more general trend towards 
ethical consumer behaviour. Arising out of the boycott movement 
and the growth of single-issue political groups since the 1960s, 
green consumerism was seen to have come of age with the publi-
cation of The Green Consumer Guide in 1988. 15 It drew strength from 
a survey of environmental organizations, 88 per cent of which 
believed that individual consumer choice could have a major 
impact on the direction of the economy. Green consumerism was 
therefore shifting away from asceticism, self-denial, and the retreat 
from materialism to the point of non-consumerism, and built 
instead on the growing number of 'lifestyle' shoppers so apparent 
in the consumption studies literature. 

This trend is best encapsulated in the emergence of ethical con-
sumerism. Beginning in the 1980s as an alternative means of 
politicizing consumption, Ethical Consumer magazine, for instance, 
was able to bring together a whole range of political beliefs which 
have directed people's consumption decisions, committing itself 
to the promotion of universal human rights, environmental sus-
tainability, and animal welfare. Once perceived as radical, this 
ethical approach has, by now, clearly entered the mainstream, 
perhaps best exemplified by the modern fairtrade movement. 
Fairtrade has its origins in the alternative trading organization 
pioneered by international non-governmental organizations such 
as Oxfam in the 1960s and r97os, though the importance of faith-
based groups and older bodies such as the consumers' cooperative 
movement is also relevant. In 1992, in the UK, the Fairtrade 
Foundation was established to 'empower consumers to take 
responsibility for the role they play when they buy products 

13 See website: <http:/ /www.ethicalconsumer.org/Boycotts/ currentboycotts.aspx>, 
accessed 11 Aug. 2009. 

14 Monroe Friedman, 'A Positive Approach to Organised Consumer Action: The 
"Buycott" as an Alternative to the Boycott',Joumal efConsumer Policy, 19 (1996), 439-51. 

15 John Elkington andjulia Hailes, 17ze Green Consumer Guide (London, 1988), 2. 
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from the third world'. 16 It was created by several pre-existing 
groups, namely, the Catholic Agency for Overseas Developments 
(CAFOD), Christian Aid, New Consumer, Oxfam, Traidcraft, 
and the World Development Movement, later beingjoined by the 
Women's Institute. It has enabled Britain to become the leading 
fairtrade market worldwide. Sales have been growing at an annual 
rate of 40 per cent and total sales reached £300 million in 2006. 
It is no longer associated with alternative values and lifestyles and 
is a central plank of most supermarkets' marketing strategies. 1 7 

To ethical consumerism, fairtrade, and boycotting much more 
could be added. We can include a number of local market dis-
putes, exemplified most dramatically by the surge of interest in the 
trial of Jose Bove, a French farmer who led a protest against 
McDonald's in Millau in the Roquefort-making region of southern 
France. 18 There is, too, the 'slow food' movement, particularly 
popular in Italy as consumers use their purchasing power to 
express their support for a market based upon a much smaller 
scale and a less anonymous set of market values. 19 And there are 
a whole host of anti-globalization protests that have embraced 
what one political scientist has called 'political consumerism'.20 All 
are based upon a set of consuming duties and all are expressly 
concerned with the interests of others rather than just themselves. 
To this extent, the history of consumer activism has come full 
circle: today's protestors have more in common with the cam-
paigns of the nineteenth century than with their parents' genera-
tion, which purchased the comparative testing consumer guides. 
As such, duty perhaps represents the persistent quality of con-
sumer politics from anti-slavery to fairtrade: the consumer rights 
movement of the middle and later decades of the twentieth 
century (though it still remains strong) constitutes a discrete period 
of self-interest in an otherwise other-directed form of activism. As 
we will see in the next section, though, such a distinction between 

16 Fairtrade Foundation, Introducing Fairtrade: A Guide to the Fairtrade Mark and the Fairtrade 
Foundation (London, 2000 ). 

17 Matthew Anderson, 'A History of the Fair Trade Movement in Britain' (unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, University of Birmingham, 2009). 

18 Jose Bove and Frarn;ois Dufour, The World is Not for Sale: Farmers against Junk Food 
(London, 2001). 

19 Victoria de Grazia, Irresistible Empire: America's Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2005). 

20 Michelle Micheletti, Political Virtue and Shopping: Individuals, Consumerism, and Collective 
Action (New York, 2003). 
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rights and duties begins to break down once we explore their 
precise nature in more detail. 

II 

This ambiguity between rights and duties is seen most clearly in 
the rights associated with the organized global consumer move-
ment. As stated above, IOCU's model of consumer rights was 
based upon President Kennedy's four consumer rights. As the 
consumer movement has spread around the globe, it has supple-
mented these four rights, first by expanding upon the essentially 
individualist rights to protection outlined by Kennedy and then 
by taking on board the more socially oriented interests of devel-
oping world consumers. By the end of the 1970s, following the 
influence of Asian consumerism, IOCU had added four more 
rights to its list: the right to redress; the right to consumer educa-
tion; the right to a healthy environment; and the right to basic 
goods and services. These eight rights have continued to direct 
IOCU operations to this day. They reflect not only the concerns 
of affiuent shoppers seeking a fair deal for themselves in the mar-
ketplace, but also the wider goals of organized consumerism that 
inspired its growth from the 1960s and which tied the consumer 
cause to broader questions of global economic and social justice. 

The right to basic needs came to be seen as the fundamental 
consumer right. As it has taken on board the agendas of the 
world's poor, it has meant the consumer movement has led the 
way on issues such as pesticides, breast milk substitutes, the sale of 
dangerous goods, and the inappropriate marketing and dumping 
of pharmaceutical products. It even went so far as to campaign 
for a worldwide treaty to restrict the activities of multinational 
corporations generally. Yet over the last half-century what the 
consumer movement has done is effectively create its own shop-
ping list of rights, selecting a series of causes it has chosen to buy 
into. Over the years this list has grown alongside the consumer 
movement's own expansion into a larger number of campaigning 
initiatives. Yet there are very real if subtle differences between 
maintaining a list of rights and developing a more abstract ideol-
ogy which consistently incorporates all such rights into one polit-
ical vision. The consumer movement's political pragmatism has 
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been rightly held to be a source of its strength as it avoided the 
intellectual straitjackets that have arguably restricted the growth 
of other social movements, but it was also a source of its potential 
weakness.Just as consumer activists were free to add to the list of 
rights, they were also free to select from it those which they sought 
to prioritize and defend. Choosing the right to choice, therefore, 
leads to a very different politics of consumption from choosing the 
right to basic needs: the former can result in a limited defence of 
individual economic rights; the latter has potentially no end as it 
impacts upon so many instances of global justice. 

Yet by the end of the 1980s there was a retreat from this priori-
tization of the right to basic needs over the right to choice. For 
many moderates in the global North, many of the core aims of 
the consumer movement had been achieved, especially through 
the consumer protection regimes that had been put in place in 
various national contexts across the capitalist West. These activists 
shunned the radicalism emanating from the developing world 
and, since they held the trump card of providing most of the 
finance for the international organization, they began to rein in 
the consumer movement from its more aggressive tactics. It 
meant, at the national level, that prominent consumer leaders 
such as Ralph Nader would no longer ally themselves with bodies 
such as Consumers Union and, at the global level, that radicals 
such as Malaysia's Anwar Fazal would be ousted from the move-
ment. Instead, the concerns of the affiuent began to predominate 
once more and here the notion of rights becomes crucial. The 
consumer movement has not given up on basic needs and envi-
ronmental activism-it still does incredibly interesting work in 
these fields. But while basic needs topped the shopping list of 
rights in the 1970s and 1980s, the right to choice has slowly crept 
back up the agenda. 

For many critics of rights-based frameworks, such a system of 
liberal rights appeals to those who wish to critique rather than 
overhaul the existing system.21 Certainly, this could serve as a 
description of the motivation of many consumer activists, from 
readers of Consumer Reports to present-day fairtraders. But we must 
also acknowledge the great differences that can exist between 
specific rights, as well as in our attitudes to how they are 

21 Ian Shapiro, The Evolution ef Rights in Liberal 171eory (Cambridge, 1986). 
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enforced. 22 The right to freedom of choice, to reiterate the point, 
is very different from the right to social security, to work, to leisure 
and culture, to education, and to an adequate standard of living, 
all of which can be found in Articles 22-7 of the Universal 
Declaration ef Human Rights (UDHR). 23 

The problem, however, with the economic and social rights 
found in the UDHR and replicated in the consumer movement's 
right to basic needs is that they are more often declared than put 
into practice. The question that must be asked of the consumer 
movement is therefore whether its rights-based approach created 
a ceiling beyond which it could not reach. That is to say, the only 
rights that it was able to put into effective practice were those 
liberal, essentially individualist rights articulated by Kennedy. 
Indeed, such rights have been the basis of consumer protection 
regimes around the world. The same could not be said for the 
more positively based rights to a healthy environment and basic 
needs. Lip-service has been paid to them, but ultimately, as many 
in the consumer movement realized, they could never be acted 
upon in quite the same way or to the same extent. A rights-based 
approach has therefore effectively limited consumer political 
action to a defence of the liberal individual rather than necessi-
tating a turn to global social justice. 

If such rights have their limits politically, it is generally felt that 
duties offer the opportunity for addressing these wider justice-
based issues. Often duties are embedded within a wider political 
philosophy or morality which can have a radical element. This 
has been the case of many political economists and cultural com-
mentators from the nineteenth century onwards. Consumer duties 
can be found expressed in the central works of such figures as 
John Stuart Mill and Alfred Marshall, in the temperance cam-
paigns against drink, drugs, and tobacco, and in the idealistic 
visions of writers such as John Ruskin, William Morris, and 
Edward Bellamy. Throughout the twentieth century, the material 
world has continued to be moralized, imposing duties upon con-
sumers. To use just the example of the USA, one scholar has 
shown in two books how consumer political commentators and 
activists have set out consuming duties for citizens as a whole: 

22 Thomas W. Pogge, World Poverry and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and 
Reforms (Maldon, Mass., 2002). 

23 <http://www.un.org/Ovcrvicw/rights.html>, accessed II Aug. 2009. 
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these range from liberal commentators such as John Kenneth 
Galbraith and Vance Packard to environmentalists such as Rachel 
Carson, public interest consumer activists such as Ralph Nader, 
and politicians ever uneasy with the affluence that surrounds 
them, most notably President Jimmy Carter and his 'crisis of 
confidence' speech said to presage his election defeat to the more 
optimistic Ronald Reagan. 24 

But it is in the era of globalization that these moralities and 
duties of consumers have come to the fore once more, with many 
of the same issues about workers' welfare and consumer respon-
sibility that had been so prominent at the turn of the twentieth 
century being articulated again. In order to understand the duties 
inherent in ethical shopping, fairtrade, and green consumerism, 
it is necessary to understand some of the debates about globaliza-
tion. The literature here is massive, and it is useful, therefore, to 
focus on one text, Thomas Friedman's The World is Flat, particu-
larly because it makes certain claims about the relationship 
between producers and consumers that are not so distinct from 
the ethic of modern consumer activism which likewise attempts 
to make connections from the supermarkets aisles of North 
America and Western Europe to the farms, factories, and fields 
of the developing world. 25 

In The World is Flat, Friedman makes the contentious claim that 
free trade has created a world in which opportunities are now 
open to everybody around the world. The IT worker in India 
plays on the same level playing field as the management consultant 
in the USA and the engineer in China. Free trade has brought 
peace and prosperity, just as it did for nineteenth-century British 
liberals such as Cobden (whom Friedman quotes): extending a 
claim that no two countries with McDonald's restaurants have 
ever been at conflict, Friedman argues that the interconnectedness 
of the modern world economy will ensure that states avoid war as 
there is simply too much to lose. 26 Because the world is now flat, 
there are none of the awkward structures that promote inequality 
in the world. Instead, and again as with nineteenth-century liberal 

24 Daniel Horowitz, The Moraliry of Spending: Attitudes towardr the Consumer Sociery in America 
1875-1940 (Baltimore, 1985); id., The Anxieties of A.ffluence: Critiques of Ameiican Consumer Culture, 
193g-1979 (Amherst, Mass., 2004). 

25 Thomas L. Friedman, 17ze World is Flat: 17ze Globalized World in the T wenry-First Century 
(London, 2005; new edn. 2006). 

26 Id., The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (New York, 1999). 
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individualist supporters of free trade, Friedman's world is based 
upon a moral belief in the power of individuals to effect change 
in their own interests. He invokes the pioneering Jeffersonian 
republicans of the frontier smallholding, the rugged individualists 
of American popular culture exemplified by the Bogarts, Waynes, 
and Eastwoods of Hollywood, and he calls on government to work 
to ensure that individual entrepreneurialism can prosper and 
thrive, such that all can participate in the egalitarian flat world. 
For those who do not feel that such opportunities are available to 
them, Friedman blames not structural inequities, but cultural 
backwardness. Thus, those Muslims who oppose Americanization 
and globalization do so not from the lack of money and opportu-
nities available to them, but through a cultural 'resistance to mod-
ernization'. The white man's burden, which had seen the British 
imperialist bring civilization and free trade to the peoples of the 
world, is now almost reinvented as it becomes our duty to educate 
anti-modernizers, anti-globalizers, and anti-flat earthers in the 
benefits of free trade. 

The point of this description of the new global order is that 
Friedman sees no role for the state ( other than fostering individual 
resourcefulness through education) and no social and economic 
problems that cannot be overcome through individual initiatives. 
There is, therefore, no need for broader economic and social 
plans to reorient the world: all is essentially for the best in the best 
of all possible worlds. Where poverty and inequality still reside, 
then the humanitarian impulse must step in: but we ought not to 
tinker with the system and our solutions must only be philan-
thropic. Towards the end of the book, he rejects all the policies 
proposed by the 'anti-globalization movement' for dealing with 
those unfortunate enough to live in the 'unflat world', and praises 
instead the philanthropic organizations of the rich such as the 
Gates Foundation. Again, the parallels with the British Empire 
are pertinent. The new imperialism, as some have described the 
current state of globalization, is held to be intrinsically correct for 
all peoples all over the world. No structural change is required to 
this system, other than to further promote the moral qualities of 
liberal individualism. Where this does not work, this is either due 
to the cultural backwardness of those concerned, or else it is an 
unfortunate side effect which must be solved through philan-
thropic endeavour. 
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The links with consumer activism are not at all obvious, but I 
would suggest that the model of individual action and his descrip-
tion of the globalized world are not dissimilar to the ideals of many 
ethical shoppers. Friedman is controversial in his claims that the 
'flat world' already exists. If this rather tenuous factual claim is 
regarded instead as an ideal, then his arguments would seem to 
coalesce more obviously with those who have sought to break 
down the barriers between producers and consumers the world 
over. Friedman's flat world is also a small world, given the speed 
with which information can travel and the ease with which people 
can be put in contact with one another. The world of the fairtrade 
movement is also small, in the sense that ethical trade and fairtrade 
seek to make the contacts between those who produce and those 
who consume goods: establishing such a connection increases the 
moral duty for the one to protect the interests of the other. 

The moral imperative within Friedman's flat world inevitably 
rests upon individual philanthropy, not least because he perceives 
no structural problems that must be radically reformed. From a 
different perspective, many other, more critical, commentators 
have likewise come to focus on the individual as the solution to 
global problems, though often this is because of the intellectual 
dead end reached by those unwilling to discuss globalization in 
structural terms. What much of the popular literature on global-
ization and the responsibilities of the Western consumer has failed 
to do is to outline the structures of a global society within which 
the activist operates. At its weakest, one is simply told that action 
will lead to change. 27 

Whether from the perspective of pro-globalizers such as 
Friedman, or anti-globalizers such as Naomi Klein, the absence of 
a structural understanding means that political action reverts to 
the individual and to a set of vague duties which are never clearly 
articulated. This eschewal of a grand narrative becomes no more 
apparent than in a work by Paul Kingsnorth, the very title of 
which, One No, Many Yesses, reflects a supposedly optimistic plu-
ralism but really a poverty of the intellect. 28 Without an under-
standing of the world, individual duty becomes a matter of choice, 

27 George Monbiot, Captive State: The Corporate Takeover ef Britain (London, 2000); Naomi 
Klein, No Logo (London, 2000). 

28 Paul Kingsnorth, One No, Many Yeses: A Journey to the Heart ef the Global Resistance 
Movement (London, 2003). 
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ethics is watered down to include anything other than systematic 
thinking, and activism is to take place without reference to theory, 
ideology, and certainly not party politics. 

This trend is no more apparent than in the ethics of ethical 
consumerism. Within Ethical Consumer magazine, for instance, 
testing is done on common household goods in the same manner 
as Which? or Consumer Reports. Instead of 'blobs' indicating effective 
performance, durability, and value for money, however, Ethical 
Consumer tables indicate company performance under the cat-
egories of environment (pollution levels, stated environmental 
policy, ·use of nuclear power), animals (involvement in animal 
testing and factory farming), and people (collusion with oppressive 
regimes, workers' rights, and use of irresponsible marketing 
methods). Further columns refer to the companies' political dona-
tions, whether a boycott has been called, and an 'alert' indicating 
other perceived unethical practices such as land rights for indige-
nous peoples, involvement in Third World debt, unusual corpo-
rate structure, excessive directors' remuneration, or support for 
genetic engineering. Ethical Consumer and other such magazines 
have to leave the ultimate decisions with their readers because of 
the potential absence of political unity or moral coherence among 
them. While it may be safely assumed that all subscribers agree 
that damaging the environment, animal welfare, and workers' 
rights are the negative results of consumer society, most would 
also fail to attach equal importance to them all. Ethical con-
sumerism cannot be criticized for making consumers more aware 
of the ethical aspects of their consuming decisions, but one con-
sequence is to demonstrate the individualistic nature of modern 
consumer ethics: at no point are we to engage in a discussion as 
to which issues are more ethical than others or deserving of 
greater urgency. 

And without such discrimination, either in our political choices 
or in our understandings of the problems of the world, the ethical 
consumer behaves in as isolated a manner as the philanthropic 
intervener in the 'unflat' world of Friedman's analysis. Similarly, 
the fairtrade advocate is not called upon to offer any program-
matic policy statement to deal with global injustices. Indeed, to do 
so might ultimately call into question the alliance of Protestants, 
Catholics, atheists, socialists, middle-class housewives, and enor-
mous supermarkets that make up the fairtrade movement. The 
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actions of the fairtrade supporter inevitably become the actions of 
the individual and the solution to the world's problems comes to 
be, as with Friedman, individual philanthropy (if not on the same 
scale as that of the Gates Foundation). Duties here, then, end up 
being just as individualistic as any type of rights-based advocacy. 

III 

This essay has ended on a rather pessimistic note, in the sense that 
problems and limitations have been identified with both rights-
based and duty-based notions of consumer activism. Rights are 
ultimately bound up with notions of liberal democratic market 
societies: when extended into the economic and social sphere they 
have proved particularly effective at clef ending individual interests 
in both the public and private sector; they have been less useful in 
addressing wider social justice issues about access to basic needs. 
Duties, meanwhile, have seemingly offered opportunities for a 
more engaged form of activism which links the consumer to a 
whole variety of social and political identities of citizens around 
the world. As practised, however, duties have become equally indi-
vidualistic, failing to discriminate between types of value frame-
work: ethics, effectively, becomes a shopping list like rights, from 
which we pick and choose to suit our own moral predilections. 

That said, there are perhaps historical models available that 
support more positive engagements with rights and duties. 
Certainly, it would seem that movements of consumers and politi-
cizations of consumption which have sought to combine the two 
have been more successful. The consumers' cooperative move-
ment, for instance, represented one such combination of rights 
and duties. It defended the rights of workers to have access to 
cheap commodities while also urging its members to exercise their 
duties to fellow shoppers and workers. Ultimately, the cooperative 
movement failed to create the consumer commonwealth it 
claimed to strive towards, but the existence of 200 million con-
sumer cooperators around the world today suggests it still has 
some relevance. Indeed, the recent upsurge in its fortunes in the 
UK-admittedly through its financial products-attests to the 
ability of an older politics of consumption to merge with the 
present-day ethical concerns of a new generation of activist. 
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But largely consumers have not combined duties and rights. 
Instead, duties have been regarded as the privilege of the affluent, 
be it through middle-class initiatives such as the consumers' 
leagues at the end of the nineteenth century or the fairtrade move-
ment at the end of the twentieth. Rights, although often, too, the 
preserve of the middle classes through comparative testing mag-
azines, have been more commonly regarded as universal, espe-
cially in the establishment of welfare regimes which granted 
certain basic entitlements of citizens from the state at a time of 
expanding affluence and in the creation of protection regimes that 
sought to offer to the poor and the disadvantaged the same 
benefits that middle-class shoppers were able to enjoy through 
their ability to afford the best buys of comparative testing maga-
zines. If rights and duties are to be combined, therefore, then con-
sumer society must be seen as a phenomenon that affects us all, 
rich and poor alike. Consumption is a political subject concerned 
as much with necessity as with luxury and to remember this would 
require any form of consumer activism speaking of both rights 
and duties. 




